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About the Greater Boston Latino Network
	 The	 Greater	 Boston	 Latino	 Network	 (GBLN)	 is	 a	 collective	 effort	 of	 Latino-led	 community-based	
organizations	 in	 Boston,	 Chelsea,	 and	 Somerville	 working	 in	 partnership	 to	 address	 historical	 under- 
representation of Latinos in leadership roles across the cities of Boston, Chelsea, Somerville, and the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
	 Our	mission	 is	 to	promote	Latino/a	 leadership	 in	decision-making	positions	at	 the	 local	 and	 state 
level–from	 city	 halls	 and	 local	 boards	 and	 commissions	 to	 state	 agencies	—and	 to	 increase	 funding	 and 
resources	to	build	the	capacity	for	Latino-led	organizations	in	Massachusetts.		We	advocate	for	policies	and	
initiatives	that	will	advance	and	benefit	the	Latino	community	in	Massachusetts.		
Members of the Greater Boston Latino Network are:
	 As	 part	 of	 this	 collective	 effort,	 the	 GBLN	 commissioned	 a	 study	 to	 analyze	 the	 Latino	 pres-
ence	 in	decision-making	at	 the	municipal	 level.	The Silent Crisis: Including Latinos and Why It Matters is the 
report that resulted from the study and it portrays the current lack of Latinos in leadership positions in three 
cities: Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville. We acknowledge that this shortage is not unique to the current city 
administrations—it	 has	 been	 a	 historical	 problem.	 The	 intention	 of	 this	 report	 is	 to	 show	 the	 state	 of	 
Latinos	 in	decision-making	positions	 in	city	government.	 It	 is	 intended	 to	spark	dialogue	with	 these	 three 
cities	 and	 collaboratively	 work	 in	 finding	 solutions	 for	 dealing	 with	 the	 existing	 challenge	 of	 the	 under- 




	 This	study	was	conducted	by	Prof.	Miren	Uriarte,	Prof.	 Jim	 Jennings,	and	 Jen	Douglas	with	support	
from the Barr Foundation. The views expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
reflect	the	views	of	the	Barr	Foundation.
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	 The	authors	wish	to	thank	the	members	of	 the	Research	Committee	of	 the	Greater	Boston	Latino 
Network	for	their	guidance	and	feedback	on	all	aspects	of	the	project.		Thanks	also	go	to	the	staff	of	agencies	
in	each	of	the	cities	who	addressed	our	questions	and	clarified	the	available	information.		We	finally	would	
like to thank Jim O’Brien, our editor.
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The Silent Crisis:
Including Latinos and Why It Matters
Representation in Executive Positions, Boards, and Commissions
in the City Governments of Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville
Miren Uriarte, James Jennings, and Jen Douglas
Executive Summary
 The Silent Crisis: Involving Latinos in Decision-Making & Why Latino Representation Matters provides 
a	 measure	 of	 the	 economic,	 social,	 and	 political	 inclusion	 of	 Latinos	 at	 mid-decade	 in	 three	 cities	 of	
the	 Commonwealth	 where	 about	 one	 fourth	 of	 the	 state’s	 Latino	 population	 lives.	 Often	 wrongly 
referred	 to	 as	 a	 “new	 population,”	 Latinos	 have	 been	 present	 in	 Massachusetts	 since	 the	 end	 of	 the	
19th	 century,	 arriving	 in	 large	 numbers	 beginning	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s	 and	 growing	 to	 nearly 
630,000	 persons	 (9.6%	 of	 the	 population)	 by	 2010.	 That	 same	 year,	 they	 accounted	 for	 62.1%	 of	 the 
population of Chelsea, 17.5% of the population of Boston, and 10.6% of the population of Somerville.
 The report focuses on reflective representation, that is, the type of representation that seeks to 
reflect	 the	demography	of	a	certain	group	or	population.	 It	defines	representation	of	Latinos	 in	executive 
positions	in	city	government	and	among	members	of	boards	and	commissions	in	relation	to	the	representation 
of	 Latinos	 in	 the	 overall	 population	 of	 the	 cities.	 It	 identifies	 under-representation when the level of 
representation	in	government	bodies	fall	below	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	of	each	city.	The	
report	utilizes	census	data	 to	describe	 the	population	of	each	city;	each	city’s	publicly	available	data	on 
specific	 executive	 positions	 and	 boards	 and	 commissions;	 and	 interviews	 conducted	with	 government	
officials	in	the	cities.	
Representation of Latinos in the Population and on Executive Positions and Boards and 
Commissions in City Government. Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville.
Boston Chelsea Somerville
Proportion of Latinos in the population 17.5% 62.1% 10.6%
Proportion of Latinos in executive positions in city government 7.5% 14.3% 0.0%
Proportion	of	Latinos	serving	on	boards	and	commissions	in	city	government 7.1% 10.9% 1.7%
Sources:	Census	2010,	city	websites,	and	data	gathered	from	city	agencies










60%	of	 the	population,	with	substantial	growth	 (by	28.8%)	of	 their	population	share	since	2000.	However,	
Chelsea’s	 overwhelmingly	 Latino	population	 is	 not	 yet	 reflected	 in	 the	make-up	of	 the	 city’s	 government.	
Latinos represent 14.3% of the appointments to executive positions in city government and 10.9% of the 
appointments	 to	 boards	 and	 commissions	 in	 the	 city.	 Although	 the	 Latino	 representation	 in	 executive 
positions	 in	 Chelsea	 is	 almost	 twice	 that	 found	 in	 Boston,	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 proportion	 in	 executive 
positions and the proportion of Latinos in the population of the city is much wider in Chelsea, signaling a 
stronger	exclusion	at	this	level	than	was	observed	in	Boston.	
 Somerville’s Latino population is smaller than that of the other two cities (at 10.6% of the total 
population)	and	more	recently	settled,	reaching	significant	numbers	in	the	1980s	as	Somerville	became	




Inclusive Government Is Better Government
 While the Latino population in each of these cities is distinct in size, region of origin, and history of 
arrival,	by	examining	these	municipalities	through	the	lens	of	Latino	representation	we	reveal	a	feature	shared	
in	common	by	all	 three:	 the	characteristics	of	 those	who	govern	and	those	who	are	governed	differ.	 	The 
literature	 on	 representation	 suggests	 that	 inclusion	 matters.	 	 Representative	 bureaucracies	 are	 more 
likely	to	pursue	the	changes	to	policies,	programs,	and	practices	that	are	necessary	to	remedy	inequitable 






 Given the growing presence of Latinos, government agencies working directly or indirectly in the 
areas	 of	 economic	development,	 housing,	 education,	 health	 and	human	 services,	 and	public	 safety	will 
likely	be	successful	 in	their	missions	only	if	they	can	effectively	address	the	needs	of	all	the	residents	of	
their respective cities. 
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Recommendations for the three cities include:
1. Pursue the inclusion of Latinos at the leadership level.
•	 Adopt a vision statement endorsing the importance of greater governmental representativeness 
of a changing demography.
•	 Adopt	a	formal	city-wide	outreach	strategy	for	the	recruitment	of	Latinos	with	requisite	skills	and	
experience	and	who	also	have	an	understanding	of	community-based	issues	both	for	positions	
in city government departments and for appointments to Boards and Commissions.
•	 Create	an	explicit	goal	to	develop	a	“critical	mass”	of	Latino	leaders,	whose	influence	can	be	felt	
in improved outcomes for Latino residents.
•	 Develop	a	process	of	oversight	and	accountability	that	will	monitor	the	city-wide	outreach	and	
appointment	strategy	in	collaboration	with	community	organizations	and	leaders		
2. Support city employees in adopting an advocacy role and actively
representing Latinos.
•	 Encourage the formation of internal political supports, like independent networks and 
associations of Latino employees or employees of color.
•	 Establish	objectives	that	make	the	work	of	increasing	the	involvement	of	Latinos	and	improving	
services to Latino communities an explicit part of agency and individual expectations.  
•	 Target	initial	efforts	in	substantive	areas	in	which	Latino	communities	have	a	particular	stake,	
including housing, education, and economic development.




Recommendations for communities and constituencies include: 
1. Be organized and vocal. 
•	 Make	specific	demands	to	which	leaders	must	respond.	
•	 Anticipate the “nonlinear” nature of change, including potential declines in service outcomes as 
small	numbers	of	Latinos	assume	bureaucratic	roles,	and	continue	to	press	for	inclusive 
government,	working	toward	the	“critical	mass”	with	the	capacity	to	effect	change.
2. Build alliances with other groups that also are under-represented in municipal 
leadership,	and	also	stand	to	benefit	from	increased	inclusion	and	active	representation	
(important	in	any	event,	but	most	relevant	in	Boston	and	Somerville	of	the	three	cities).
•	 Strategize to avoid competition for limited leadership positions.
•	 Work	collaboratively	for	a	broadly	inclusive	workforce	and	for	service	improvements	to 
communities,	recognizing	that	all	residents	will	likely	benefit.
3.  Collaborate with the cities in developing goals, strategies, and oversight 
for	their	efforts	to	diversify	their	workforces	and,	specifically,	the	representation	of 








  The full inclusion of Latinos1 into the economic, social, and political landscape of the Commonwealth 









greeted Latinos and the ways in which Latinos developed their own organizations to address the exclusion 
they faced from the social institutions of the city. In a 2001 study of social capital in Boston, also for The 
Boston	Foundation,	Lane	 reported	on	 the	barriers	Latinos	 faced	 in	engaging	 in	 the	social	and	civic	 life	of	
the city, concluding that the isolation of Latinos required “close examination and a new level of concerted 













Massachusetts 428,729 6.8 627,654 9.6 46.4%
Boston 85,089 14.4 107,917 17.5 26.8%
Chelsea 16,948 48.4 22,870 62.1 34.9%
Somerville 6,786 8.8 8,173 10.6 20.4%





 The growth of the Latino population represents a powerful argument for fuller inclusion in 
decision-making	on	 social,	 economic,	 and	political	 issues.	But	 it	 is	 not	 only	 growth	 that	 is	 at	 issue	here.	
Latino	communities	are	also	changing	in	ways	that	make	them	more	diverse;	this	leads	to	calls	for	greater 
understanding	 of	 their	 characteristics	 so	 that	 city	 services	 can	 be	 effective.	 For	 example,	 for	 decades	
the Latino population was largely of Puerto Rican descent, a group that is not immigrant. Today, large 
proportions	of	Latinos	 living	 in	Massachusetts	 come	 from	 the	Dominican	Republic,	Central	America,	and	
Colombia,	increasing	the	proportion	of	immigrants	in	the	population	and	thrusting	it	into	the	patchwork	of	
policies	and	practices	that	result	from	unresolved	conflicts	in	immigration	policy.	Similarly	complex	is	the	
overwhelming proportion of children and young persons in the Latino population compared to the overall 
population	of	the	state.	As	reported	in	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau’s	Decennial	Census	of	2010,	almost	50%	of 
Latinos	in	Massachusetts	are	under	age	25	(47.6%)	and	32%	are	under	18	years	of	age;	for	the	older	non-Latino 
population young persons under 25 account for only 27.5% and those under 18 account for only 18.5%. 
These	 social	 and	demographic	 developments	 add	urgency	 regarding	 policies	 and	practices	 affecting	 the	
availability	of	early	education,	 the	 low	educational	outcomes	for	Latino	school	children,	and	often-erratic	
school-to-college	and	school-to-work	transitions	for	Latino	youth.
Why Does Representation Matter?
 Both	 in	 the	 public	 and	 in	 the	 academic	 spheres,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 continued	 focus	 on	 the 
“representation”	of	groups	defined	by	gender,	race,	and	ethnicity	in	the	government	bureaucracies	that	serve	
them.	Though	by	no	means	universally	held,	 the	general	public	assumption	 is	 that	 these	groups	are	well	
represented	and	well	served	when	there	are	persons	of	their	group	within	the	bureaucracy,	because	they	
will look out for their interests as policy is developed and implemented. “Representation” has meaning as a 
symbol	of	inclusion,	and	as	a	measure	of	empowerment,	of	under-represented	groups.	
Researchers generally agree. They use the term passive or reflective representation	 (Evans,	 1974; 
Riccucci & Saidel, 1997) to	describe	a	bureaucracy	that	is	reflective	of	the	population,	such	that	demographic 
differences—of	 race,	 ethnicity,	 and	 gender—are	 distributed	 similarly	 in	 the	 bureaucracy	 to	 their 
distribution	 in	 the	 represented	 population.	 A	 bureaucracy	 is	 reflective	 when	 “the	 personnel	 who	 staff 
administrative	 agencies	 reflect	 the	demographic	 characteristics	 of	 the	public	 they	 serve”	 (Sowa	&	Selden,	
2003, p. 700). The evidence from the research literature suggests three key reasons why inclusion matters.
First, a representative bureaucracy confers important significant symbolic benefits. Evidence 






& Saidel, 1997, p. 423). In one study of government services, even when clients did not directly experience 
empathic understanding from persons of similar race or ethnicity, they still placed value on their presence 
within	the	organization	(Watkins-Hayes,	2011).	
Second, bureaucrats from underserved groups have been observed to yield benefits for their 
communities, and in many instances the benefits are broadly shared with other groups. Overall, 
the	presence	of	Latinos	or	Blacks	or	women	in	bureaucracies	is	associated	with	substantive	benefits	and	a 
decrease	 in	 disparate	 treatment	 for	 the	 group	 that	 is	 better	 included.	 Theobald	 (2004	 pp.	 8,	 20–21),	 for 
example,	 documented	 how	 in	 California	 the	 presence	 of	 Latino	 decision-makers	 was	 associated	 with 
sustained	bilingual	education	despite	declining	state	support	for	such	programs.	Similar	findings	come	from	
studies	of	teachers	in	Texas	(Meier	&	Bohte,	2001)	and	administrators	who	made	loans	at	the	Farmer’s	Home	
Administration (Sowa & Selden, 2003) among others.
Research	 also	 shows	 that	 inclusive	 bureaucracies	 are	 more	 responsive	 and	 accountable	 to	 the 
citizenry,	 are	more	 successful	 at	 meeting	 public	 needs,	 and/or	 demonstrably	 improve	 outcomes—either	
for	the	now	better-represented	groups	or	for	the	public	at	large	(Evans,	1974;	Riccucci	&	Saidel,	1997).	For 
example,	in	a	study	of	large,	multi-racial	Texas	school	districts,	student	performance	improved	for	Anglos,	African 
Americans, and Latinos when the percentage of African American and Latino teachers was increased 
(Meier, Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999). In this and other instances documented outcomes for all groups improve 
after	passive	representation	of	groups	of	color	is	increased	(Meier,	McClain,	Polinard,	&	Wrinkle,	2004;	Meier, 
Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999). 




work groups lead to performance issues” (Pitts & Jarry, 2007, p. 249). 
A third reason why inclusion matters is that an unrepresentative bureaucracy is unlikely to 
pursue changes to policies, programs, and practices that are necessary to remedy inequitable 
outcomes and serve particular needs of under-served and under-represented communities. Research 
indicates	that,	in	general,	bureaucrats	from	majority	groups	less	readily	use	their	“discretion	to	act	on	behalf	
of minority clients” (Marvel & Resh, 2013, pp. 9–10). 
 In short, a municipal bureaucracy that reflects the demographic characteristics of the public it 
serves is more likely to govern effectively, while an unrepresentative bureaucracy will be persistently 





will shape how representation occurs. The literature refers to this action to change policy and practice in 
ways	that	improve	services	to,	and	outcomes	for,	a	group	that	was	previously	under-represented	as	active 
representation	 (Meier	 &	 Bohte,	 2001;	 Wilkins	 &	 Williams,	 2008).	 Substantive	 effects	 seem	 to	 require	 the 
presence	 in	 the	 bureaucracy	 of	 persons	 from	 under-represented	 groups—together	 with	 a	 broad 
commitment	to	the	development	and	implementation	of	policies	that	welcome	newly-included	groups	and	
allow	change	to	take	place.	One	or	the	other	alone	is	likely	insufficient.	
Below, we present the evidence on inclusion in Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville. Each city falls short 
on	the	inclusion	—i.e.,	the	reflective	representation	—of	Latinos.	Recognizing	that	the	simple	inclusion	of	Lati-





II.  The Study
 The Silent Crisis: Involving Latinos in Decision-Making & Why Latino Representation Matters seeks to 
document the representation of Latinos in city government in three Eastern Massachusetts cities where 
significant	number	of	Latinos	reside.	It	focuses	on	reflective representation, that is, the type of representation 
that	seeks	to	reflect	the	demography	of	a	certain	group	or	population.		It	explores	the	reflective	representation 
of	Latinos	in	the	city	governments	of	these	cities	by	focusing	on	the	following	questions:
What is the level of representation of Latinos in executive positions in the government of the cities of Boston, 
Chelsea, and Somerville and does it reflect the proportion of Latinos in the overall population of these cities?
What is the level of representation of Latinos on boards and commissions in the government of these three 
cities and does it reflect the proportion of Latinos in the total population of these cities?  
	 The	 study	 defines	 representation	 of	 Latinos	 in	 executive	 positions	 in	 city	 government	 and	
among	members	 of	 boards	 and	 commissions	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 representation	 of	 Latinos	 in	 the	 overall 
population	of	the	cities.	We	define	under-representation	as	the	level	of	representation	in	government	bodies	
that	fall	below	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	of	each	city	and	full representation as the level of 








•	 For our demographic analysis,	we	use	data	from	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau,	specifically,	the	2000	and	2010	
Decennial	Censuses,	the	American	Community	Survey	5-Year	Estimates	for	2007–2011	and		2008–2012,	
and	the	American	Community	Survey	2007–2011	Public	Use	Microdata	Samples	(PUMS).2 




under the American Community Survey are estimates of population characteristics and are useful in order to capture “snapshots” of the 
social, demographic, education, and housing characteristics of Latinos. (Since the ACS data are estimates, margins of errors are reported 
for	values;	these	are	available	on	the	American	Fact	Finder	website.)	Information	about	other	groups	may	be	included	for	the	purpose	
of comparison. 
the appropriate departments. 
•	 The analysis of representation in the cities’ boards, commissions, and authorities	 began	 with	
the	development	of	a	 listing	of	all	boards	and	commissions,	classifying	these	by	types	based	on	their 





o Advisory:	 provide	 advice	 to	 city	 policy-makers,	 conduct	 research,	 and	 provide	 residents’	 or 











checked	against	the	U.S.	Census	list	of	Spanish	surnames.5 For a fuller description of the approach and 
data see Appendix 1. 
3	To	arrive	at	 these	definitions	we	considered	those	that	appeared	 in	the	1994	charter	of	 the	city	of	Chelsea,	MA	(https://library.
municode.com/index.aspx?clientId=14939)	and	those	offered	by	for	Washington	D.C.	by	Collins	(n.d.).
4	 In	the	City	of	Chelsea,	this	type	of	board	or	commission	is	called	“Ministerial.”	We	use	the	term	Managerial	for	the	purpose	of	uniformity.
5  The	Census	 list	of	 Spanish	Surnames	may	be	accessed	at:	 http://fcds.med.miami.edu/downloads/dam2011/25%20Appendix%20
E%20Census%20List%20of%20Spanish%20Surnames.pdf
